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PreliminaryReportof the201719 Harvard Square Conservation District Study Committee

Summary

The Cambridge Historical Commission voted in March 2017 to initiate a study of the Harvard

Square Conservation District in response to concerns about the goals, jurisdiction, and administra-
tion of the district. During an extended series of hearings oeqisoat 5 Kennedy Street (the Ab-

bot Building) and 13 Brattle Street (&Pizza) many citizens expressed dissatisfaction with the scope
of the Districtdéds jurisdiction, the goals and
plication by the @mmission), andtated a desirr identification of prominent or significant

buildings in the district and stricter regulation of alterations to them.

The City Manager appointed th¢arvard Square Conservation District Study Committee in August
2017 The committeenet monthly, with sme interruptions, fror®ctober through June 2018 and

from Septembe018 through May 201%Attendeeswho included many interested parties and
members of the publidiscussed the events that led to the establishment of the district in 2000 and
thedistrict @perations and effectivenes&®presentatives of the Community Development Depart-
ment described zoning and sign regulations. Focusing dfiteeReport of the Cambridge Histor-

ical Commission Regarding the Proposed Harvard Square Conservation Disteictommittee
helddetailed discussions about theals, secondary goals, and guidelinethefDistrict; the appli-

cation of those goals and guidelines to matters of demolition, new construction, and alterations. The
evolving character of theubdistrict wasalso discussed.

The StudlylCommi tt eeds recommendations focus on refi
districtand matters of jurisdictioMhe report contains a proposed new Order for the Conservation
District that contains revised goals, guidelines, and standards for review. The extended discussion

in the report is also meant to supplement the Zi68l Reportas guidance for the Commissiion
administration of the District.

This Draft Preliminary Report of the 2041@ Harvard Square Conservation District Study Commit-
teewas prepared by Historical Commission staff in May 20¥Ben approved, the draft will be
transmitted to the Cambridge kbsical Commission for discussion at a public hearing. If accepted
by the Commission th€inal Reporwill be forwardedto the City Councilvith a recommendation

for adoption of the amended Order establishing the district.

May 29, 2019
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. Establishment and Operations of the Harvard Square Conservation DiS®&£2018

On December 18, 2000, the Cambridge City Council adopted an Order establishing the Harvard
Square Conservation Distrioy a unanimous-9 vote(see Appendix AQriginal Order Establish-
ing the Harvard Square Conservation Dis}rict

The HarvardSquare Conservation Districbntains approximately 195 buildings in an aveanded

by Massachusetts Avenue and. Wtiburn, Eliot, Bennett, Story, and Church streets. Withén
districtthe Cambridge HistoricaCommission has binding review over demolitj new construc-

tion, and publicly visible exterior alterations to existing buildings, and can, in appropriate cases, im-
pose dimensional and setback requirements in addition to those required by zoning. In making its
decisions the Commission follows guithels intended to preserve historic resources while encour-
aging the social, economic, and architectural diversity that characterizes the Square.

1. Establishment of the District

The initial impetus for the Conservation District was a Jul; 3895 City Council directive that

the Commi ssion "submit a planéfor a Harvard Square Historic Dis
protect all remaining historical buildings in Harvard Square." This Order was adopted during the

controversy over the proposestlevelopment of the Read Block and the displacement of its retail

and commercial tenants, including The Tasty, a popular lunch counter with a wide following. This

was only the most recemistanceof the gradual demolition of woellame commercial buildigs in

theSquareend t he perceived erosion of thelhesRgadar eds traditional reta
Block/Tasty debate was a turning point in thegming discussion about the Squdtéeightened

awareness of the fragility of h e  aldeebaldirggs and sharpengaliblic discussion about the

meaning and limitations of historic preservation.
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The Read Block, 1380392Massachusetts Avenue, in 1968 @screstored  CHC staff photod 968 and 2015

A study committee appointed by the City Maer first considered the area for designation as an
historic district under Clipter40C of the General Law3heHistorical Commission's October 1999
recommendation that the City Council establish a Harvard Square Historic District under M.G.L.
Ch. 40C ad adoptrelated amendments to the Zoning Code expired at the end of the Council term.

In June 2000 the City Council passed a new Order asking the City Maoddeect the Historical

Commi ssion é to prepare an alternative version of the proposed
ordinance using the neighborhood conservation district model.” The same members were reap-

pointed as a new study committee in Septembe0.2rheydetermined that the neighborhood



conservation district establishadder Ch. 2.78 of the City Codeuld be as effective in accom-
plishing historic preservation goals ashastoric district and could be more flexible and efficient
than an histod district in a variety of respects, including the ability to delegate certain approvals to

the staff!
On October 72000the Harvard Square Neighborhood Conservation District Study Committee rec-

ommended the establishment of a conservation district @tde2.78, Article 11l of the City Code.

The committee also recommended amending several existingances(a) the zoning ordinance,

to maintain the existing density allowed in the Harvard Square Overlay District; (b) Ch. 2.78, Arti-
cle I, to clarify its appeal provisions and to extend the time within which action must be taken;
and (c) the Historical Commission ordinance (Ch. 2.78, Article 1), to provide for a Harvard Square
representative on the Commission. The District was established on Decen@@d &nd the
amendments to the Zoning Code went into effect soon thereHi€ity Council took no action

on the proposed amendments to Ch. 2.78.
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2. Operations
Among the provisions of the Order was a requirement thatidterical Commissiomold a public

hearing and submit a repaat the City Councibn the effectiveness of the first five years of the
District, with a recommendation as to whether the Order establishing the District should continue in

L Under Ch. 2.78.180, the initiation of the designation study t@/€ommission interim jurisdictioover the pro-
posed districtvhile it formulated a recommendatitmthe City Council.



effect, continue in effect with amendments, or be repealed. The reason for including this require-
ment n the Order was to ensure that the District continued to meet the objectives setForéh in
Reportand to provide an opportunity for amendments to be introduced aftisttiethad been in
effect for a reasonable periothe City Council received éhFiveYear Report in December 2005

and placed it on file.

The FiveYear Report considedthe operations of the DistribetweerDecember 18, 2000 and
October 31, 2009During this periodhe Commission received 362 applications for Certificates of
Appropriateness, Hardship or Nekpplicability for properties within the Conservation District

1 277 77%)were issued a Certificate of Nonapplicability by the staff because the altsration
proposedvereexempt from Commission review. These included interi@ratitons, ordi-
nary maintenance and repair, alterations not visible from a public way, and storefront and
sign alterations that met the District design guidelines.

1 85 (23%) applicationsvere heard byhe Historical Commissigrwhich issued Certificates
of Appropriateness in 68 cases. Thagplicantseceived Certificates of Hardship, two re-
ceived temporary certificates, an# applicants withdew prior toa determinationThree
applications were denied a Certificate of Appropriateness on thethaisike proposed al-
teration, demolition, or new construction was incongruous with the architecture of the build-
ing or incongruous with the characteristics and goals for the Harvard Square subdistrict in
which it was locatedThree cases could not be tradk

During subsequent years the proportion of applications requiring a public hearing increased to
about 40%By the end ofOctober 201 7the Historical Commissiorhadprocessed 109 applica-
tions forall types of work requiring a building perniit the Haivard Square Conservation District
Of these 844 applications for interior work, projects not visible from a public watelecomgear
were reviewed by staff. The remainif§5 applications for substantive publicly visible warkre
reviewed by the Comission during public hearings

3. Exercise of Jurisdiction

Applicationsrequiring a public hearing befotiee Historical Commissiogenerallyfall into the fol-
lowing categoriessigns and alterations; demolition and new constructiod;additionsA brief
reviewof cases from each of the design review categories follows.

A. Signs Storefrontsand Alterations

Most sign applications conform to the Zoning
Code andareapproved by the staff with a Cer-
tificate of NonapplicabilityThe Commission
has approvedeverahon-conforming signs that
were considered appropriate for their locations™
and supportive of the conertial vitality of the
Square. For examplihe Commissiomasap-
proved a steaming bagel on J.F. Kennedy Strq
retro neon signs at 15 Brattle Street and 52 s

Church Street, and internally illuminated pro- Beat Brasserie,
jecting signs at 1-21 Dunster Street and sever:l5 Brattle Street;
other locationsSigns inside buildings but visi- Case 3404, 2015

* walcnotation

Steaming Bagel 12 JFK Street
Case 966, 1999

ble from the street are not considered subject
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which is |limited to fiexter i oThisésarcarea of engding r a |
concern that could be address§gtamendments to the zoning code.

Applications to alter storefronts can be approved by staff if the original storefront surround is re-
tained or restoredExamples of storefront alterations that required no public hearing before the
Commission include theestoration of the brownstone aedat 18 20, and 22.F. Kennedy Street
and the restoration of ttwiginal storefront at 1270 Massachusetts Aver\tel8 JFK Street ae-

tailer initially wanted to install a new storefront, but when Commission staff explained that restora-
tion of the original brownstone arch hidden underneath layers'afe?iury materials could pro-
ceed immediately under staff review the retailer agte@doceed on that basiswo additional

arches (out of four in the same building) were subsequently restored by a differentSenitaty,

at 1270 Massachusetts Averprejecting window bays installed in the 1970s, prior to the designa-
tion of the Digrict, were removed in favor eéstoration of the original plate glass windows and
masonry jambs without further review.

Read Building, 188 JFK Street, before and after arch restoration; Cases 1599 (20BY3IN(R015). CHC photos.

Initially, there was some concern that design review of ~'
terations would stifle creativity and leadrtmnotonous,
restoratioronly desigs. Several examples demonstrate
that there is still plenty of eative thought being focused
on commercial design in Harvard Squéwrefrontren-
ovations at 50 Church Street for Dado Tea opened up %
concrete corner of the building to make a new entranc
for the restaurant from the street and to make the spad
moreinviting to the pedestrian. The Black Ink storefron
at 5 Brattle Street was a significant departure from that
the previougenant butvasapprovedwith staffreview. |
Theintensely controversial storefront alterations for
&pizza at 13 BrattleStreet in 2017 were approved by
staff becauséheypreserved the original structure of theBlack Ink storefront, 5 Brattle St; Case 123¢
building; signage conformed to zoning, and colors are 2002

empt from review
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(Ch.

7 €



The district Order calls out four historically significant storefronts that cannot lbecalté¢hout a

public hearingOnly oneof the four has been altered since the District was established. The se-
verely deteriorated wooden storefront at 40 Bow Street was restored under a Certificate of Appro-
priateness issued in 2012.

The 1956 aluminum facade of the Bank of America
(formerly Harvard Trust Company) at 140814 Mas- i
sachusetts Avenue was restored in 2002. Though thel
aluminum screen covered a fgisting Georgian Re- §i
vival fagade that comprised about 25% of the street §=
frontage, the staff considered it to beaachitecturally ¥8
significant feature and encouraged the bank to retai
The aluminum grid of louvers and windows were re- |
stored and a modern storefront glazing eystvas in-
stalled on the first floor without full Commission re-  Harvard Trust Cofagade, 1408414 Massa-
view. chusetts Ave. Photo ca. 1958.

After public hearings,ite Commission granted Certificates of Appropriatenessfeetprojects
thatinvolved complete restoration of significant buildingilge Hycinthe Purcell tenemeat40
Bow Stree{(1889) a fourstorywood frame buildingwas restored in 2032016. Waverly Hall

— —— b3 B o - - E : -
Purcell Tenement, 40 Bow Streatn d t h e ation

(1902), a sixstory former privatelormitory at 115 Mt. Auburn Street that proved to be in much

worse condition than originally known, was meticulously restored during the same period. The

Conductorés Building at 112 Mt. Auburn (1912) had been derelict
pened as restaurant in 2017.

B. Demolition and New Construction

The burst of development that preceded the establishment of the district soon wound down with

only a fewmoreprojectsthatinvolved demolition and new constructidgignificant development

activity did not resume until 2016, when the new owners of the Abbot Building, the former Corco-

rands Department Store, and 18 tiasitt|l e Street announced plans t



In April 2001the Commissiomlenied an application by Harvard Univerdity pemission to con-

struct a nevbuilding on Mt. Auburn Street. The University had selected Hans Hollein, a Viennese
Expressionisarchitectwho had won the Pritzker Prize in 1985, to design a technology services
building for the Harvard Libraries at &% MountAuburn Street. On the site were an 1895 triple
decker and a twstory commercial building of 1971. The site, near the center of the original village
of Newtowne, was surrounded by low rise, residessitale buildings that buffered the commercial
district of Harvard Square from the River Houses; the most recent nearby new construction was the

Harvard Library Services Building. Left, rejected original design (2000, Hans Hollein, architect); right, approved design
(2002, Leers Weinzapfedrchitects)

modestly contextual Rosovsky Center, designed for HaiRaxttliffe Hillel by Moshe Safdie in

1993(see photpp. 4)). Hol l einds proposed building was 62 feet high (not c
mechanical penthouses), with a sloping, undulating-miesh facade overhanging a recessed first

floor. The Commission wawilling to sacrifice thehreedecker but decidedthatHd ei nés pr oposal

wasi nappropriately bulky and fAincongruous because of its aggress
ings. o0 Harvard then selected the Boston firm of Leers, Weinzapf
tionally-massed foustory building with a glagd fagcade that the Commission approved in 2003.

The building's height was kept low by placing several floors of mechanicals and offices below

grade. Additionally, the University kept rooftop mechanicals to a minimum by installing a geother-

mal heating andapling system, eliminating the need for rooftop condensers.

Thetheater/office building aZeroArrow Streetthat was ap-
proved in 2002emains the only new construction on an
empty site since the establishmehthe District The lot was
cleared in the 1980s fonaffice building butthe site re-
mained empty until the Carr Foundatidecided to builca
theater and officesThe architect used traditional brick and
cast stoneladdingaffixed to curtain wall framing, allowing
generous amounts of glazing. The resd$ a fourstory
PostModern desigrthat emplogdtraditional forms with a
modern sensibility. The througdtlock pathway created by
this project providd pedestrian access between the Kerry
Corner neighborhood and Massachusetts Avenue.




In 2004 the Commi ssion approved Harvard Universityds plan to de
Hasty Pudding theater at 12 HolyoR&geetHarvardrazedthe theater, which was not accessible

and did not meet modern code requirements, and eeltar brick clubhousen Holyoke Street.

The public visibility of the new theater was limited, and several floors were constructed below

grace to keep the height of the new construction to a minimum.

A decaddong hiatus insignificantdevelopmenactivity occurred after these projestgre com-

pleted.In May 2008 the Commission approved@ mp |l ex pl an tri ggered by the MBTAG6s sale o
buswy and Conductor 6s Burheladjacentgooddrame Irinigy HM@at.114Au b ur n
Mt. Auburn Street, a deteriorated former private dormitory, deasolished sothath e Conduct or 6 s

Building, the last surviving structuerected by the Boston Eleeat Railway during the construc-
tion of the subway in 19092, could be restoredhe Commission and the Planning Board ap-
provedan office buildingsomewhat bulkier than zoning allowed throughansfer of development
from thepreserved building. This prajewas revived in 2013 and completed in 2016.
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114 Mt. Auburn Street in 1995 and 2016 CHC photos

After therecessiorof 20082012the DowStearns Trust longterm owner of several significant
propertiesdecided to begin liquidating its holdings. The D&tearns holdings dated back to the
early years of the F0century, andy the 190sincluded 18 and 1741 Brattle Street, the Abbot
Building at 15 Kennedy Street, thedjoiningf o r me r  Catore@ithrfranta@ge on Brattle
Street), and 18 Brattle Stre8ty 2015the trust had ownesbme of these properties falmost a
century and hatbng managedhemfor a steady income from a carefully curated group of tenants.

The sale of the Abbot Building drits two abutting properties in 2015 for the unprecedented sum of
$85 milliontriggeredwidespread anxiety about the future of the Squire.value of thesproper-
ties(and consequentiyeirrenty had been artificially depressed for many years bedaegdad

been managed for steady income rather than capital gains. Although the physical character of any
new development could be constrained bydeservation districind the zoning code, the sale
generatedvidespread concermmong tenants and the broader community of stakeholders.

Beginning in the fall of 2016 the Historical Commission held five public hearingheard25

hours of public testimony about the proposegelopment of the thremuilding site In May 2017

the Gmmission approved a Certificate of Appropriateness for a project that involved restoration of

the Abbot Building and 18 Brattle Street and replacement of t he
structure. The Planning Board held further hearings, anaisghing of 2018 granted the project a

Special Permit.



February 2017
Abbot Building, stages of CHC design review from October 20¥6d di ng a gl ass box above
ters)to May 2017(new construction and restoration of the Abbot Building and 18IBratteet) PCA Architects.

The Abbot Building hearings raised issues of the appropriateness of the proposed demolition, the
design of the new building, and the details of the restoration. These were fully within the scope of
t he Commi s s i otmwthes matarstohgoaveicdngern tolthe public were not. These in-
cluded protection for existing tenants; the desirability of small, locallyed retailers over chain
stores, large or smaklind araversion to certain types of tenants, such as banks ficeksopthat of-

ten occupy space designed for retail stdrethe course of these hearings the Historical Commis-
sion agreed to initiate the current study ofjtivesdiction, goals, and guidelines of the District.

More development projects of an unpreeatkd scale are in discussion or anticipated. The demoli-
tion of the Harvard Square Theater vpagposedn September 2018; theplacement mixedse
building wouldincorporate an innovative facade with the potential to display moving images with
embedded ED lights, a feature that is not clearly within the jurisdiction of the District. The-Dow
Stearns properties at8lBrattle Street and 1#1 Brattle Street, comprising 55,000 square feet of
mostly grounefloor retail space, changed hands for $105 millmDecember 2017The onestory
buildings at 1741 have a significant volume of unused FAR, the development of which will pro-

Corcorandés/ Urban

Out fit

foundly affect the future of Brattle Squardso,Har vard Uni versityds Church Street parking

has significant development potehtSee the subdistrict section below for a discussion of these
projects.

C. Additions

Significant additions have been relatively rare in the DistticRd00, during the study period, the
Commission approveithe addition of two stories to the former Quincy Square Garage at 1230



Massachusetts Avenue (190The highly significant Coxicks house at 98 Winthrop Street (ca.

1806) had long presented a diffitchallenge for preservationists because it was no longer suitable

for residential occupancy and could not be easily adapted for other uses. In 2001 a nedeowner

velopeda plan to convert it to a restaurant and link it via a bridge to his adjacentraast&Lhar-

|l ieds Kitchen at 10 Eliot Street. After |l engthy negotiations, t
reuse project that involved razing several additions and constructing a hew dining room on a canti-

levered foundation to minimize the impact on #ugoining 18 century retaining wall. The original

house washenrestored inside and out.

ssachusetts Avenue (1967, Wiﬂ"l 2000-stary addition; 98 Winthrop Street (1806, with 2001 addition and bridge)

1230Ma
In 20122014 the Commission approved rooftop additianS7 J.F. Kennedy Street and 116l Eliot

Street. 57 JFK (1974) was a twtory enclosed mall and 468 Eliot (1993) was a twestory com-

mercial buildingdesigned as a placeholder after the former mgldvas destroyed by a fire in 1990

(see photo belowPreservation ahe original structures not being an issue, the Commission fo-

cusedinthé or mer case on the structureds proximity to Winthrop Park

E (7)JFK STREET ELEVATION sous WiNT]
\L/ SCALL 11G'= | O »

57 JFK Street and 16 Eli@treet additions, both approved 2014

approved a design that stepped back from Winthrop Street to minimize shadows; this project is cur-
rently under construction. At 183 Eliot Street the additional heiglias controversial antiem-

bers of the public critizied thecontemporary design of colored synthetic panels as inappropriate

for the traditional context of its surroundings. The Commission granted the project a Certificate of
Appropriateness in 2014, bwork had not commenced asMarch 2019%nd the pernt$ have now
lapsed



